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attacking film reels stored in the UK’s 
North West Film Archive. Although 
the fungi responsible were common 
Aspergillus and Penicillum species, 
the discovery reveals the ubiquity of 
fungi.
“Fungi are the great recyclers — 
the ‘rotting fungi’ break down dead 
and decaying matter while other 
fungi are intimately associated with 
roots, ensuring that our forest trees 
can absorb essential nutrients,” says 
Minter. 
And it is now well known that 
the germination of many orchids 
is dependent on the seeds initially 
obtaining nutrition from soil fungi. 
Ignorance of local fungi is one of the 
driving reasons behind setting up the 
new society.
“Fungi are important to all 
our lives, not just providing us 
with bread, beer and essential 
medicines, but fundamental to 
the functioning of our green 
planet.”
“Fungi are important to all our lives, 
not just providing us with bread, 
beer and essential medicines, but 
fundamental to the functioning of 
our green planet,” says Mary Gibby, 
director of science at the RBGE.
“Through the Convention on 
Biological Diversity, great strides 
have been made for conservation; 
I hope that this initiative will ensure 
that the international enthusiasm 
that has supported plant and animal 
conservation will be harnessed for 
fungi.”
“There is still so much to be 
learned from fungi,” says Minter. 
“They’ve been overlooked, they 
need protection, and it’s time to do 
something about it. We cannot afford 
to wait any longer.”
His views were echoed by Steven 
Blackmore, regius keeper at the 
RBGE. “The world wouldn’t work 
without fungi. They complete the 
natural cycle plants begin. Focusing 
on their conservation is long  
overdue.
The new society will map out its 
initial objectives at a meeting next 
month.
Contact: D.Minter@CABI.org
also home to several other endemic 
species that survive because they 
are inaccessible to goats.
They breed in only the narrowest 
of regions 1,700 metres up in the 
mountains to avoid some predators 
but only where there is still enough 
soil for them to make their burrows.
But they still face numerous 
threats — from introduced rats and 
cats, to habitat degradation and 
human disturbance. In 1991 the 
remains of 10 petrels were found 
on one ledge, apparently killed by 
cats. And shepherds used to collect 
juvenile birds for food, and egg 
collectors have raided nests in the 
past.
Last year another threat appeared: 
a new Nato radar station being built 
on the summit of the mountain at the 
heart of the petrel’s breeding area. 
The Portuguese authorities insist the 
new station is essential for military 
Island disaster
Europe’s rarest seabird has had 
a major setback with forest fires 
breaking out in its nesting grounds. 
The Zino’s Petrel, breeds only in 
burrows in forests on the Portuguese 
Atlantic island of Madeira. The forest 
fires are estimated to have killed 25 
chicks — two-thirds of this year’s 
young birds — with only 13 found 
alive in their burrows. 
The bird is one of the rarest in the 
world, once believed to be extinct 
but then rediscovered in 1969. Its 
numbers were just tens of pairs but 
since then intensive conservation 
efforts in recent decades have led 
to a population of more than 80 
pairs. But in recent weeks forest 
fires have reached the heart of 
the central mountains on Madeira, 
where the ledges are home to the 
nesting burrows of the birds and 
Survivor: Rescuers find a live Zino’s petrel chick after fires swept through its nesting areas 
on Madeira. (Photo: Parque Natural da Madeira.)
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purposes but conservationists fear it 
may disturb the birds. They are keen 
to ramp up their efforts but losing 
65 per cent of this year’s chicks has 
been a major blow, said Ana Isabel 
Fagundes of Portugal’s national 
ornithological society, SPEA.
Conservationists have reinforced 
the nests that contain surviving 
birds to help protect them from the 
anticipated increased soil erosion 
as a result of the burnt vegetation. 
These have been removed “to avoid 
the risk of adult birds colliding 
with them on their nocturnal visits 
to feed the chicks,” said Paulo 
Oliveira, director of the National 
Park of Madeira, which includes the 
nesting home of the birds.
Petrels and shearwaters are 
remarkable birds, the northern 
hemisphere equivalent of 
albatrosses — they spend almost 
all of their life at sea, returning 
to land only to breed. So the 
particular sites they use — and 
these are often small islands which 
can become extraordinary sights 
at summer nightfall for some of the 
commoner species as they return 
to their nests — are vital to their 
future survival. 
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Majestic: An adult Zino’s petrel, Eu-
rope’s rarest seabird, over the open sea. 
(Photo: Catarina Fagundes/Madeira Wild 
Birds.)
while at the same time being serious 
science. The erudite Ian Howard, 
originally from The North but now in 
Toronto, taught me that you do not 
have to look good to be good. He 
has produced a series of magisterial 
books on vision, even though the 
students often mistake him for the 
janitor.
What is the best advice you 
have ever been given? When I 
entered graduate school, an eminent 
neuroscientist counselled me to 
“stay out of fights”. He was right. 
You cannot win an academic fight, 
but you can certainly lose one. Yet 
my advice-giver (who was not my 
advisor) conducted a bitter feud 
with a colleague in his department 
for twenty years; during that time it 
is said that they never spoke. The 
issues at stake, sometimes space or 
students, but usually academic credit, 
do not justify the inconvenience of 
such a quarrel. So I have always done 
my utmost to avoid fights, although 
the personalities of some of my 
colleagues can make it difficult from 
time to time.
Any thoughts on the ‘electronic 
revolution’ in publishing? On-line 
journals levy a page charge, usually 
in the order of $100 per page, and 
it does seem a shame to transfer 
the financial burden from readers 
to writers. It makes publishing in an 
on-line journal feel uncomfortably 
like indulging in vanity press. On the 
other hand, you can have as many 
movies and coloured illustrations 
as you wish, which is useful if you 
do research on colour or motion 
perception. And it is good that the 
money goes to learned societies 
instead of to commercial publishers, 
who are not always altruistic: as I 
write, the Nature Publishing Group is 
attempting to quadruple its licence 
fees to libraries in California, rousing 
librarians, normally a gentle breed, to 
declare a boycott of Nature and all 
its works. And some on-line journals 
have satisfyingly high impact factors, 
if only because it is easier for a lazy 
scientist to read an article on the Web 
than to consult or download a printed 
journal.
What do you think of the peer 
review system? Sibelius pointed out 
that no statue has ever been put up 
to a critic; and it is true that authors 
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How did you get into psychology 
in the first place? I did not have 
a scientific education, which I now 
regret. At Winchester I specialised 
in languages, mostly French and 
German, with a little Latin and 
Greek. In my final term I was given 
the task of translating Immanuel 
Kant’s “Foundations of Ethical 
Metaphysics” from German into 
English. Although I cannot pretend I 
understood much of it, this kindled 
my interest in philosophy and led me 
to take Moral Sciences (philosophy 
and psychology) at Cambridge. 
When my tutor read one of my best 
essays on philosophy and remarked 
off handedly that I was “not exactly 
Bertrand Russell”, I realised that 
I was up against some rather stiff 
expectations in philosophy, so I 
moved sideways into experimental 
psychology. Some people go into 
psychology because they want to 
help people. Not me. I liked to solve 
puzzles. 
Any positive influences? S.R. 
Humby at Winchester first got me, a 
committed non-scientist, interested 
in science. Richard Gregory was my 
advisor at Cambridge, and he had 
a profound influence on me, as he 
did on everybody he met. He taught 
me that research can be great fun, 
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